Lucky for me, my scientific career has encompassed the entire "official" history of the RNA journal and the RNA Society: ribozymes to miRNAs to lncRNAs; Northern blots to PCR to deep sequencing; nuclease structure probing to crystallography to cryo-electron microscopy. Of course, I wasn't there at the very beginning-the RNA world rumbled for quite a while before the Society erupted.
graduate student I didn't have the nerve to talk to this legend, since I never was presented with this opportunity again.
Hooper was an old building, and typically we did not lock the doors to our dorm rooms; in fact, I don't remember even having a key. However, one year, for reasons that are unclear, something changed. I don't remember whether we were given keys, but I do know that we were not informed that the doors would lock behind us. This of course led to a number of scientists returning to their rooms after their showers, in their towels, only to find that they were locked out of their rooms. For the next part of the story I do not know the truth from the urban legend. But what I heard (amidst lots of giggles) was that when one of our most loved and esteemed Society members was caught in the hall in her "skivvies," the problem was quickly taken care of by an esteemed CSHL resident who was NOT a member of the RNA Society. What I do know for certain is that when we all returned to our rooms that night, the lock on each and every room was carefully taped to the open position.
Yup, there was a lot of history before the RNA Society finally erupted. In fact, the dawn of the RNA Society and its journal was not a precise moment, but began with subtle rumblings that a few, and then many, could feel. (I should note that there are true and indisputable facts in this article, although this is clearly a biased history. While I decided not to use names of the living, suffice it to say, you will know who you are and are welcome to reveal yourself to your colleagues.)
Future RNA Society member #1: Do you think we should become a society?
Future RNA Society member #2:
Come on, whoever heard of a society based on a 2 ′ hydroxyl?
Future RNA Society member #1:
Well, you know, there's a society based on the peptide bond….and isn't there one for a fungus?
I think the fungus one has a broader goal, and anyway, two wrongs don't make it right.
But, but…wait a minute…if we became a society then we could have our own journal!! We could publish our papers! And so it began. Our dreams came true, and indeed, we can now publish our papers. Um, well, our very good papers at least. Fortunately, from the very first issue, RNA has had high standards, but in a refreshingly non-political and democratic way. Of course, nothing is perfect, and I am sure there are times when mistakes are made. But thanks to the careful attention of Tim Nilsen and the Editors, in the large majority of cases, if you submit a good paper and address the constructive criticisms, your paper will be published in RNA. And most importantly, your paper will be READ. Time and again I hear RNA Society members say that they "read" RNA. Trust me, it is not common for scientists to "read" a journal these days. We search the web, find the papers we are interested in from the huge selection of papers available online, and download the PDF file. That many of us "read" RNA is a testament to its quality, and the large number of papers we find of interest in a single issue of the journal. Our dreams came true: We have a one-stop shop for RNA science.
I like to think that RNA reflects the RNA Society. The review process is largely a humane one, and I have always thought that for a bunch of competitive scientists, RNA Society members are more humane than most (Ha! The Humane Society!). Seriously, I truly feel that there are moments of compassion and caring. Further, I think scientific role models among our established RNA Society members help nurture high scientific and ethical standards in our more junior members. This happened for me as a young scientist, and I thank all of the people involved (with no blame at all if things did not quite turn out the way you intended).
But the meeting is not small like it was at the start of my career, so maintaining these lofty goals, and the ideal RNA Society, will likely take some conscious effort. However, if we all do our part, my guess is that the solid foundation will stand. Of course, if you don't have the same warm and fuzzy view of the RNA Society that I do, or you envision a different Society, as an RNA Society member you have the ability to change things.
But back to the journal. While we all should be immensely proud of RNA, these are tough, extremely competitive, times. When funding is on the line, it is hard not to do anything you can to push to the front of the line. (But, really-is this how you want to live your life?) So, we need to be extra vigilant to keep the standards of our journal high, while continuing to conduct the review process in a non-political and democratic manner. We need to pay attention to things that are beginning to affect the review process of all journals. Always imagine you are reviewing your own paper: Be critical, but respectful. Certainly we need to give our trainees the opportunity to help review papers; this is part of the learning process, and more often then not, they come up with the important details. But don't let that review go out the door with a long list of your graduate student's criticisms that you haven't carefully considered. Importantly, when faced with the opportunity to cite either a poor quality paper from one of those "prestigious" journals or the excellent paper that was published in RNA, cite the RNA paper! In fact, go out of your way to appropriately cite your colleagues' excellent RNA papers! I am so proud of the RNA Society and what it stands for. I am so glad to have the RNA journal, and so, so, grateful to those who have put in time as editors. I have always felt the RNA Society is my society, and I so hope you feel it is yours. If not, I hope you make it so.
